If I own something, I know where it is and how to take care of it. I can find it and use it at whim -the ultimate demand-driven system. There's no worry that someone else may have it when I want it, or that they're wrecking it or losing it in the bargain. Admittedly, possessiveness of this sort does little to recommend my character, but it does guarantee the integrity of my stuff.
Recently, though, I've had occasion to reconsider my retrograde ways, and to meditate on the many virtues of sharing and working together, in conversation with colleagues at several consortia: the Orbis Cascade Alliance; the grimly-named-but-actually-friendly Committee on Institutional Cooperation (better known as the CIC); and the Colorado Alliance of Research Libraries, whose work name is simply Alliance. These organizations and their counterparts represent the better angels of our institutional nature, as they seek to help libraries benefit from one another's activities, and to avoid doing the same work over and over. Sometimes it actually works.
The role of collaborative regional organizations differs, of course, according to their size and mission. But in the course of considering these strange creatures more carefully, it strikes me that some types of them may be more important than ever, in part because of what R2 likes to call "the tyranny of the tangible." May I explain?
Lately, there has been much discussion of taking library services to the "network level", through OCLC's Web-scale Cooperative Library Management Services and other techniques. Some of the best minds in our profession are wrestling with how to develop, manage and deliver library services from the "cloud," where transaction costs and infrastructure can be more widely shared. There are potentially enormous benefits to be realized from this "library in the cloud."
But while network-level services lend themselves well to management of metadata and digital content, tangible collections will continue to require attention at the regional, or "sub-network" level. Web-scale services delivered from the cloud may be the Holy Grail, but print, microform, and media collections will stubbornly refuse to ascend. They will have to be dealt with here on earth, and regional library organizations will continue to play a central role -even an expanded role -in that process. Here are five reasons why. This list merely scratches the surface. There are hundreds of similar endeavors that demonstrate the actual and potential benefits of ground-based collaboration within a region. (We'll reserve the drawbacks for another, much more entertaining article.) But there is much more to be done, and well-managed consortia are the organizations best positioned to do it. No matter how fully the library in the cloud is realized, efficient exchange of material, equipment and staff will continue to require these libraries on the ground. And yea, verily, sharing shall sweep the regions…except for the region of my stuff.
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